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@ Disclosed herein are aqueous ink compositions containing a specific humectant or a mixture of such 
humectants. The use of such humectants in aqueous ink compositions greatly mitigates the problems arising 
with the crusting and clogging of orifice plates in thermal ink jet printers associated with aqueous ink. 
compositions not employing a humectant. Additionally, the use of such humectants in aqueous ink compositions 
greatly mitigates the kogation problems arising in thermal ink-jet printers from humectants heretofore employed 
in aqueous ink compositions. 
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1 . Field of the Invention. 

The present invention is directed to water based ink compositions suitable for use in thermal ink-jet ink 
printers. Specifically, the water based ink compositions described in the present invention contain a specific 
6 humectant or a mixture of specific humectants. The use of such humectants provide for an ink composition 
having good print quality in thermal ink-jet Ink printers, good drying time and reduced kogation on the 
resistor surface of the print head of thermal ink-jet ink printers. 

2. State of the Art . 

10 

Aqueous ink-jet ink compositions have been commercially employed in thermal ink-jet printing. Such 
formulations generally comprise water and a water compatible colorant. The print head of such printers 
generally comprise a resistor and an orifice plate and. during operation, a drop of ink is formed on the 
resistor surface. Heating of this drop by the resistor leads to explosive bubble formation which forces the 

15 drop of ink from the resistor, through the orifice plate in the print head and onto the substrate. 

One of the serious problems encountered in employing aqueous ink-jet ink compositions in thermal ink- 
jet printing Is the difficulty in maintaining the reliability of the printer (i.e., the ability of the printer to provide 
quality print with minimal shutdown) without sacrificing print quality. Specifically, one concern arises from 
crusting of the ink composition at the orifice plate of the printer. This concern is compounded by the fact 

20 that during operation, the resistor is generally heated to an elevated temperature (e.g., about 300* to about 
400 'C) and by the fact that the ink has to pass through very small orifices (about 40 to 70 microns in 
diameter) in the orifice plate in order to reach the substrate. Accordingly, when used in thermal ink-jet 
printers, aqueous ink-jet ink compositions are prone to evaporation. Such evaporation leads to unacceptable 
crusting and clogging of the orifices because the viscosity of the Ink composition increases substantially 

25 after some of the volatile components have evaporated. 

Crusting and clogging of these orifices is unacceptable because it reduces print quality by reducing 
drop volume delivered to the substrate and ultimately leads to failure of the printer to print which reduces 
the reliability of the printer. 

In order to overcome this problem, it is common to employ a humectant in the aqueous ink-jet ink 

30 compositions. The humectant improves the ink composition by reducing the rate of evaporation and 
accordingly, reduces the crusting and clogging of print head orifices. Suitable humectants heretofore 
employed in ink compositions include ethylene glycol, propylene glycol and the like. 

However, the use of such humectants still leads to reduced print quality in thermal ink-jet printers in 
spite of the fact that these humectants provide reduced rates of evaporation. Specifically, the addition of 

35 such prior art humectants to aqueous ink compositions used in thermal ink-jet printers results in their 
thermal decomposition on the surface of the resistor. This decomposition leads to residue deposition on the 
resistor's surface which process is referred to in the art as "kogation". In turn, such deposits act to insulate 
the thermal heating of ink drops on the resistor surface leading to reduced bubble formation, decreased 
ejection velocity of the ink drops, and reduced drop volume delivered to the substrate, all of which result in 

40 reduced print quality and can eventually lead to bubble formation failure resulting in failure of the thermal 
ink-jet printer to print. 

In view of the above, ink compositions employing humectants which reduce the rate of evaporation of 
the composition thereby reducing the rate of crusting and clogging of the ink composition at the orifice 
plates of thermal ink jet printers and which provide reduced kogation problems would be particularly 
45 desirable. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is directed to the discovery of a new class of humectants. The humectants of this 
50 invention provide for aqueous ink compositions having reduced crusting and clogging while also providing 
for reduced kogation. This new class of humectants are those compounds selected from the group 
consisting of trimethylol propane [CH3CH2C(CH20H)3], pentaethylene glycol [H0(CH2CH20)4CH2CH20H], 
and a compound of the formula I: 

55 
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CH20-(CH2?HO)^H 

CHO-(CH2CHO)yH 

CHjO-CCHjCHO) 



10 



wherein R. R' and R" are independently selected from the group consisting of hydrogen and methyl and x, 
y and z are integers equal to at least 1 with the sum of x + y + 2 being an integer from about 6 to about 
30. 

While the humectants described above are known compounds having good lubricity, the use of these 
75 compounds in aqueous ink compositions, as humectants or otherwise, is believed to be novel. 

Accordingly, in one of its composition aspects, the present invention is directed to an aqueous ink 
composition comprising water, a compatible colorant, and from about 5 to about 20 weight percent of a 
humectant selected from the group consisting of trimethylol propane, pentaethylene glycol, and a com- 
pound of the formula: 

20 

R 

CH20-(CH2CHO)^H 

CHO-(CH2<!:HO)yH I 
R' ' 

CH20-(CH2CHO) 

30 

wherein R, R* and R" are independently selected from the group consisting of hydrogen and methyl and x, 
y and z are integers equal to at least 1 with the sum of x + y + z being an integer from about 6 to about 
30. 

In one of its method aspects, the present invention is directed to a method for reducing the rate of 
35 evaporation of an aqueous ink composition comprising water and a compatible colorant which method 
comprises: 

(a) selecting a humectant from the group consisting of trimethylol propane, pentaethylene glycol, and a 
compound of the formula I: 

^ R 

CH20-(CH2CiHO)^H 



9' 

CHO-(CHpCHO) H I 
45 I 

I R' • 

CH20-(CH2CHO)^H 

50 wherein R, R' and R" are independently selected from the group consisting of hydrogen and methyl and 
x, y and z are Integers equal to at least 1 with the sum of x + y + 2 being an integer from about 6 to 
about 30; and 

(b) adding from about 5 to about 20 weight percent of the humectant selected in (a) above to said 
aqueous ink composition. 
55 Preferably, each of R, R' and R" are either hydrogen or methyl. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

FIG. 1 is a partial view of the print head of a thermal ink-jet printer and illustrates an Ink bubble on tee 
surface of a resistor and the project path of the ink drop (after explosive bubble formation) through the 
5 orifices found on the orifice plate of the Ink-jet printer. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is directed to aqueous ink compositions containing a humectant or a mixture of 
10 humectants that greatly mitigate the problems arising with kogation in thermal ink-jet printers. The aqueous 
ink compositions of this invention comprise at least three components, namely water, a colorant and a 
humectant. In a preferred embodiment, the aqueous ink compositions of this invention also contain one or 
more optional additives such as additives to adjust the viscosity of the ink composition, additives to adjust 
the surface tension of the composition, and the like. 
75 However, prior to describing this invention in detail, the following terms will first be defined. 

1. Definitions. 



As used herein, the following terms have the following definitions: 

20 The term "compatible colorant" refers to a dye which is compatible (soluble or dispersible) in the 
aqueous ink composition and which produces a visible colored image on the substrate. The particular 
colorant employed is not critical provided that the colorant should be stable at the temperature of the 
printing process, should not chemically react with those portions of the structure that it contacts and should 
not be poisonous or otherwise noxious. 

25 Suitable colorants include those heretofore used in aqueous ink compositions including, for example, 
Food Black 2 (available from Mobay Chemical Company) and the like. 

The term "aqueous ink composition" refers to an ink composition comprising water, a compatible 
colorant and a humectant as well as any optional additives. In such compositions, the colorant is generally 
employed at from about 2 weight percent to about 10 weight percent of solids (i.e., dye) based on the total 

30 weight of the ink composition; the humectant is generally employed at from about 5 weight percent to about 
20 weight percent based on the total weight of the Ink composition: and water is generally employed at from 
about 68 weight percent to about 93 weight percent based on the total weight of the ink composition. 

The term "substrate" refers to the material onto which the ink composition is applied. Suitable 
substrates are well known in the art and include, for example, paper, polyester, cloth, cardboard, and the 

35 like. 

2. Synthesis and Methodology. 

The central aspect of the present invention is the discovery that the addition of certain humectants to an 
40 aqueous ink composition greatly mitigate the problems arising with the crusting and clogging of orifice 
plates in thermal ink jet printers from aqueous ink compositions not containing a humectant as well as 
greatly mitigate kogation problems arising from aqueous ink compositions containing prior art humectants 
(e.g.. ethylene glycol, propylene glycol, etc.) while providing excellent print quality. As noted above, the 
humectants employed in the ink compositions described herein are selected from the group consisting of 
45 trimethylol propane, pentaethylene glycol, and a compound of the formula I: 

R 

CH20-(CH2CHO)^H 

50 * 
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wherein R. R' and R" are independently selected frona the group consisting of hydrogen and methyl and x. 
y and z are integers equal to at least 1 with the sum of x + y + z being an integer from about 6 to about 
30. These compounds are either commercially available or can be prepared by art recognized techniques. 
Specifically, pentaethylene glycol is commercially availabi from Aldrich Chemical Company, Milwau- 

5 kee, Wisconsin, and trimethylolpropane is commercially available from Hoechst-Celanesei, Dallas, TX. 

Likewise, compounds of formula I can be prepared by the addition of a requisite amount of alkylene 
oxide (i.e., ethylene oxide, propylene oxide or a mixture thereof) to glycerol under conditions suitable for 
formation of the adduct. This preparation of these compounds is well known in the art. Additionally, such 
compounds are commercially available. For example, compounds of formula I wherein R, R* and R" are 

70 hydrogen are commercially available from Llpo Chemicals Inc., Paterson, N.J. 07504 (e.g.. a product 
wherein R, R' and R" are hydrogen and x + y + z = 26 is sold by Llpo Chemicals Inc. as Llponic EG-1 
and a product wherein R. R* and R" are hydrogen and x + y + 2 = 7ls sold by Lipo Chemicals Inc. as 
Uponic EG-7). 

As Is apparent, the compounds of formula I are generally low molecular adducts of an alkylene oxide 
75 and glycerol and do not have molecular weights of above about 2000. 

A humectant or a mixture of humectants described above is generally added to an aqueous ink 
composition in an amount sufficient to decrease the rate of evaporation of volatile Ink components while 
maintaining print quality. Preferably, the ink composition contains from about 5 weight percent to about 20 
weight percent of humectant based on the total weight of the ink composition. Even more preferably, the ink 
20 composition contains from about 5 weight percent to about 10 weight percent of humectant based on the 
total weight of the ink composition. 

The aqueous ink compositions described herein are prepared by combining all of the components and 
thoroughly mixing the components until a- substantially homogeneous composition Is achieved. In general, 
such thorough mixing is accomplished by blending the components to ensure that the composition 
25 becomes substantially homogeneous. Blending is generally accomplished by using blenders, magnetic 
stirrers and the like. Blending is continued for a period of time sufficient to assure substantially homogene- 
ity. The specific time required to achieve a substantially homogenous composition depends on factors such 
as the amount of composition to be mixed, the mechanical means employed to mix the composition, and 
the like. However, in a preferred embodiment, such mixing is continued for at least about 1 hour and more 
30 preferably for about 2 to about 3 hours. 

The mixing is generally conducted at ambient temperatures and pressures although elevated tempera- 
tures can be used to facilitate mixing. 

In addition to these components, such compositions can contain one or more additives which enhance 
the ink with regard to (i) improved solubility of other components, (il) improved print quality (e.g., additives 
36 such as water soluble polymeric materials including polypyrollidone can be added to improve print quality), 
(ili) improved shelf life of the ink [e.g., a biocide such as Proxel GXL (available from ICI, Wilmington, DE) 
can be added to Improve the shelf life of the ink] and the like. When employed, the total of these additives 
generally comprise no more than about 2 weight percent of the weight of the total composition. 

In a preferred embodiment, the aqueous ink composition Is formulated to have a viscosity of from about 
40 2 to about 20 centipoise at 25* C and. more preferably, from about 2 to about 5 centipoise at 25* C. 

In another preferred embodiment, the ink-jet ink composition is formulated to have a surface tension of 
greater than about 40 dynes per centimeter at 25 *C. A particularly preferred composition has a surface 
tension of from about 40 to about 46 dynes per centimeter at about 25 " C. 

The viscosity and/or surface tension of the aqueous ink composition can be adjusted by the addition of 
45 one or more components well known in the art. For example, if the surface tension of the ink composition is 
about 30 dynes at 25 *C, then additives such as diethylene glycol, ethylene glycol, and the like are known 
to increase the surface tension of such compositions whereas additives such as surfactants, alcohols, etc. 
are known to decrease the surface tension. 

Similarly, if the viscosity of the ink composition is about 5 centipoise at 25 "C, then additives such as 
50 polyethylene glycol, polyvinyl alcohol, and the like are known to increase the viscosity of such compositions 
whereas additives such as N-methyl pyrrolidone and the like are known to decrease the viscosity of such 
compositions. 

This is the appropriate point to note that the viscosity and surface tension values recited herein are 
recited at 25 'C only for a point of reference. As it is well known in the art, both viscosity and surface 
55 tension values are variables depending on the temperature. Accordingly, when employed at the appropriate 
operating temperatures, the surface tension and viscosity values at the operating temperature will be 
different from that found at 25* C. However, aqueous ink compositions meeting the defined criteria at 25 'C 
will also provide for acceptable results at such other operating temperatures. 

5 
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Aqueous ink compositions containing a humectant or a mixture of humectants as described above can 
be employed in thermal ink-jet printers. When so employed, the humectant in these ink compositions 
reduce the rate of evaporation thereby resulting in reduced crusting and clogging of the orifices found in the 
orifice plate. Likewise, such humectants also reduce kogation on the resistor surfac of the thermal ink-jet 
5 printer. Without being limited to any theory, it is believed that these humectants do not decompose under 
the operating conditions of the print head. Such lack of decomposition provides for cleaner resistor surface 
thereby extending the time during which the printer provides quality printing before shut down for cleaning 
is necessary. 

In this regard, FIG. 1 is a partial view of the print head of a thermal ink-jet printer and illustrates a ink 

10 bubble on the surface of a resistor and the projected path of the ink drop (after explosive bubble formation) 
through the orifices found on the orifice plate of the ink-jet printer. Specifically, in FIG. 1. resistor substrate 
1 contains resistor 2 and conductor 3. Conductor 3 is etched to form depression 4 whose bottom 5 is the 
resistor. Optionally, the surface of conductor 3 is covered with a passivation layer (not shown) which is 
generally a metal such as gold. An aqueous ink composition 6 is found on the passivation layer found on 

75 the surface of conductor as well as on surface 5. Optionally, the print head can contain more than one 
depression 4 which depressions can be separated by the use of barrier layers (not shown) which extend 
between conductor 3 and orifice plates 8. Suitable barrier materials include Vacrel which is commercially 
available from DuPont, Wilmington, DE. 

When the resistor is heated, an ink bubble 7 will form on the surface of the ink. In general, ink bubble 7 

20 forms by passing a pulse or pulses of electric current through resistor 2. Typically, sufficient current is 
pulsed through resistor 2 so as to quickly raise the temperature of the ink in depression 4 to near its 
superheat limit (e.g., about 300-400 'C) in about 1-30 microseconds. Under these conditions, the probability 
of homogenous nucleation of a vapor bubble within the ink approaches unity. Such vapor bubble formation 
results in expulsion of ink drop 10 along path 9-9 and through the orifice formed by orifice plates 8 and 8 

25 and onto the substrate, e.g., paper (not shown). As is apparent, clogging and crusting of the ink composition 
occurs at the orifice formed by orifice plates 8 and 8 whereas kogation occurs at bottom surface 5 of 
depression 4. 

The specific thermal ink-Jet printer employed with the aqueous ink compositions described herein is not 
critical and such printers do not form a part of this invention. However, suitable ink-jet printers include those 
30 employed in piezoelectric printers, drop on-demand printers, Cannon bubble jet printers, and the like. 

The following examples are offered to illustrate the present invention and are not to be construed in any 
manner as limiting it. In the following examples, all percentages recited are weight percents based on the 
total weight of the ink-jet ink composition. 

In these examples, Liponic EG-1 was obtained from Lipo Chemicals Inc., Paterson, N.J. 07504 and 
35 weight percents of this compound in these examples refer to weight percent of solids. Food Black 2 was 
obtained from Mobay Chemical Company, Pittsburgh, PA. 

EXAMPLES 

40 Example 1 



An aqueous ink composition according to the present invention was prepared by combining 10 weight 
percent of Liponic EG-1 , 4 weight percent Food Black 2 and 86 weight percent water. After combining these 
components, the resulting solution was stirred at room temperature for 2 hours so as to ensure a 
45 homogenous solution. 

In addition to the aqueous ink composition described in Example 1 above, other aqueous jnk 
compositions could similarly be prepared by merely substituting a different humectant for the Liponic EG-1 
described in Example 1 and/or substituting a different colorant for Food Black 2 described in Example 1. 
Suitable other humectants which can be substituted for Liponic EG-1 include trimethylol propane, pen- 
so taethylene glycol, a compound of the formula I: 



55 
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CHjO-CCHgCHOj^H 
I R' 

5 CHO-(CH2(l:HO)yH I 

CH20-(CH26hO)^H 

10 

wherein R. R' and R" are independently selected fronr> the group consisting of hydrogen and methyl and x, 
y and z are integers equal to at least 1 with the sum of x + y + 2 being an integer from about 6 to about 
30. and mixtures of such humectants. 

The Liponic EG series are non-toxic and possess exceptional lubricity and, accordingly, are very 
75 effective in reducing friction, which can help the ejection of drops out of the nozzles of ink jet heads. They 
are very stable over a wide range of pH, are soluble in water and alcohol, and can be stored for a long time 
without any bacteriocide, although the use of bacteriocide in the ink compositions of this invention is 
contemplated. 

The water conte|nt of commercially available Liponic EG-1 and EG-7 are about 0.5 and 1% respectively. 

20 

Comparative Example A 

An aqueous ink composition employing a prior art humectant was prepared by combining 10 weight 
percent of ethylene glycol, 4 weight percent Food Black 2 and 86 weight percent water. After combining 
25 these components, the resulting solution was stirred at room temperature for 2 hours so as to ensure a 
homogenous solution. 

Example 2 

30 The aqueous ink compositions of Example 1 and Comparative Example A were tested for their 
resistance to crusting and clogging. In particular, each composition was employed in a test referred to as a 
"De-cap Test". In this test, the ink composition is added to a ink cartridge (print head) which is not capped 
and which is then used for printing. The length of time required for the pen to first miss a drop of ink is 
employed to determine the degree of crusting and clogging. The longer the ink composition requires before 

35 missing a drop is a measure of its resistance to crusting and clogging. 
The results of this test are as follows: 





INK COMPOSITION 


EXAMPLE 1 


COMPARATIVE EX. A 


TIME TO FIRST DROP IS MISSING 


>45 seconds 


1 0-25 seconds 



These results establish that the ink composition of this invention is superior to that using a prior art 
45 humectant in its resistance to crusting and clogging. 

Example 3 

The aqueous ink compositions of Example 1 and Comparative Example A were tested for their 
50 resistance to kogation. In particular and as noted above, kogation results in the formation of smaller bubbles 
in the ink drop formed on the surface of the resistor. In turn, such smaller bubble formation results in a 
reduction of the velocity of the ink drop emitted from the print head. Accordingly, kogation can be indirectly 
measured by measuring the variation over time in velocity of the drop ejected from the print head with 
greater drops in velocity over time reflecting more kogation on the surface of the resistor. 
55 The results of this test are as follows: 



7 



EP 0 539 004 A1 





INK COMPOSITION 


EXAMPLE 1 


COMPARATIVE EX. A 


CHANGE IN DROP VELOCITY (OVER 3 HOURS) 


5-10% 


20-30% 



These results establish that the ink composition of this invention Is superior to that using a prior art 
humectant in the degree of kogation formed on the surface of the resistor over time. 

In addition to the improvements in kogation and crusting/clogging, the ink composition of Example 1 
10 was found to provide improved print quality as compared to the Ink composition of Comparative Example A. 
This improvement in print quality was particularly evident in reduced feathering of the ink composition of 
Example 1 as compared to the ink composition of Comparative Example A. 

A typical ink composition described by this invention contains, for example, 2-5 weight percent food 
black; 5-15 weight percent Liponic EG-1; and the balance deionized water. 

75 

Claims 

1. An aqueous ink composition comprising water, a compatible colorant, and from about 5 to about 20 
weight percent of a humectant selected from the group consisting of trimethylol propane, pentaethylene 
20 glycol, a compound of the formula I: 

? 

CH20-(CH2CHO)^H 

25 j 

I R' • 

30 CHjO- ( CHg tnO ) 



wherein R. R* and R" are independently selected from the group consisting of hydrogen and methyl 
and X, y and z are integers equal to at least 1 with the sum of x + y + z being an integer from about 6 
35 to about 30, and mixtures of such humectants. 

2. A composition according to Claim 1 wherein the humectant is a compound of Formula I. 

3. A composition according to Claim 2 wherein the humectant is selected from the group consisting of 
40 Liponic EG-1 and Liponic EG-7. 

4. A composition according to Claim 1 wherein the humectant is trimethylol propane. 

5. A composition according to Claim 1 wherein the humectant is pentaethylene glycol. 



45 



6. A method for reducing the rate of evaporation of an aqueous ink composition comprising water and a 
compatible colorant which method comprises: 

(a) selecting a humectant from the group consisting of trimethylol propane, pentaethylene glycol, 
and a compound of the formula I: 



55 
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10 



25 



CH20-(CH2?HO)^H 



CHO-(CH2?HO)yH 



1 



H20-(CH2?HO)^H 



wherein R, R' and R" are independently selected from the group consisting of hydrogen and methyl 
and X, y and z are integers equal to at least 1 with the sum of x + y + z being an integer from 
about 6 to about 30; and 

(b) adding from about 5 to about 20 weight percent of the humectant selected in (a) above to said 
75 aqueous ink composition. 

7. A method according to Claim 6 wherein the humectant is a compound of Formula I. 

8. A method according to Claim 7 wherein the humectant is selected from the group consisting of Liponic 
20 EG-1 and Liponic EG-7. 

9. A method according to Claim 6 wherein the humectant is trimethylol propane. 

10. A method according to Claim 6 wherein the humectant is pentaethylene glycol. 



11. The use, as a humectant in aqueous ink compositions, of a compound selected from* the group 
consisting of trimethylol propane, pentaethylene glycol, and compounds of formula 1 recited in claim 1. 

12. An aqueous ink composition containing as a humectant a compound selected from the group consisting 
of trimethylol propane, pentaethylene glycol, and compounds of formula I recited in claim 1, said 
compound being present in quantity sufficient to reduce crusting, clogging, and Rogation in a thermal 
ink jet printer. 



35 
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